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THE INFLUENCE OF SCOTLAND IN A M ERICAN CA BINETM A KING
CHAPTER 9
The inﬂuence of Scotland in American cabinetmaking
STEPH EN JACKSON
To attempt to summarise the inﬂuence of Scotland 
in American cabinetmaking is a risky undertaking 
at this stage of our scholarly understanding of the 
subject. I intend to focus on a number of documented 
geographical areas and assess them from the point 
of view of someone who looks at Scottish furniture 
extensively but at American furniture very seldom. 
This is therefore largely a critical commentary on the 
work of others, and I am clearly conscious of the great 
value of that work. My aim is to consider parameters 
for debate and suggest productive questions that might 
be kept in mind during ﬁeldwork or documentary 
research. I hope that the result will not appear too 
random. The selection of illustrative images is weighted 
towards the Scottish, rather than the American, in 
order to increase awareness of the former material. 
In this survey, relatively superﬁcial design details 
are of greater interest than intricate technical analysis 
since ultimately the inﬂuence of Scotland on American 
cabinetmaking may rest as much with the consumer as 
with the maker. It is not solely about economic history 
– trade relations – it is also about cultural identity. It is 
about expressing who you are through your material 
culture, or at least using your material culture to 
reference your identity. Scottish identity is very dear 
to millions of people but we are still rediscovering 
exactly what it meant to feel Scottish, and to express 
Scottishness, in the seventeenth, eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. 
Our ﬁrst difﬁculty is that some of the most 
familiar Scottish names in American furniture history 
were either born in America or emigrated at a young 
age. Duncan Phyfe, for example, was apprenticed 
to an Albany cabinetmaker at the age of fourteen. 
Nevertheless, it is also the case that skilled journeymen 
did often emigrate during their early twenties in order 
to better their prospects. James Honey, a journeyman 
wright, left Perth between 1773 and 1776 to settle at 
Williamsburg. He was twenty-three in 1773 (Petznick 
1999: 118). Henry Lamond left Edinburgh in his early 
thirties for Robeson County, North Carolina, where 
he continued to sign his work ‘Henry Lamond, Cabinet 
Maker, from Edinburgh, N[orth] B[ritain]’ (Doares 
1994: 20). Men such as Lamond, who lived in an area 
of Scottish settlement, undoubtedly felt Scottish. 
A second difﬁculty arises in characterising Scottish 
furniture, particularly in the period before 1800 and 
at the genteel level. Many forms of Irish furniture 
are instantly and uniquely identiﬁable but Scottish 
furniture offers far more subtle variations of the British 
tradition. A model of what one might hope to establish 
for Scotland in America is Ronald Hurst’s work on the 
Irish presence in Virginia’s Rappahannock River Basin 
(Hurst 1997). The Rappahannock evidence shows 
that it was natural for European craftsmen to continue 
making in a style that was little modiﬁed by the move 
to America, particularly where newly settled patrons 
existed to share in that style. Hurst identiﬁes some 
unambiguously Irish traits in Rappahannock work of 
the third quarter of the eighteenth century: triﬁd feet, 
pillar feet and slipper feet, alongside deeply moulded 
knee scrolls. Found only sporadically in England, 
these features are also unique to the Rappahannock 
within the corpus of Virginian furniture. The form 
of a chest on a stand with drawers and cabriole legs, 
not exclusively Irish and yet strongly characteristic 
of Ireland, also crops up in this part of Virginia. The 
makers of this furniture are unidentiﬁed but Baltimore 
was one of the main ports of entry for the Irish, who 
arrived in large numbers after 1760. 
Similar scenarios, therefore, should apply for 
Scotland. Not only was there an established trading 
presence in America but there were also signiﬁcant 
levels of immigration after 1760. Advertisements in the 
Edinburgh newspapers offering free passage in return 
for a short period of indentured service begin in 1713, 
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ﬁrst to Maryland and later to Virginia and other colonies. 
On 19 July 1748, for example, the Edinburgh Evening 
Courant carried a notice inducing two cabinetmakers 
and a chairmaker to travel to Charleston (Pryke 
1989: 55). Along the Rappahannock, the Scottish-
born furniture maker, Robert Walker of Port Royal, 
bought the indenture of his compatriot, Alexander 
Scott, only for Scott to abscond in 1755 (Leath 2008). 
It is clear that furniture makers were in demand and 
that journeymen could hope to better themselves by 
emigrating. Yet the contexts in which they might end 
up could differ considerably and some of the examples 
which follow demonstrate this variation in experience. 
In 1994 Philip Zea of Historic Deerﬁeld, in 
conjunction with Donald Dunlap, wrote an inﬂuential 
book about the Dunlap cabinetmakers of New 
Hampshire (Zea and Dunlap 1994). Archibald Dunlap 
emigrated from Ulster to New Hampshire at some 
point before 1741. He was a farmer and linen weaver 
but ﬁve of his sons were workers in wood, including 
John, who established a cabinetmaking dynasty when 
he moved to Bedford in 1777. The context is full of 
Scottish names both personal and geographical, but 
what about the furniture? Zea is careful to point 
out that there was no Scots-Irish enclave in New 
Hampshire and that where there were large numbers of 
Scots-Irish settlers, they were living alongside English 
neighbours. Nevertheless, ethnic groups did stick 
together in certain ways. Of more than forty people 
who bought furniture at a sale held by John Dunlap 
in 1771, nearly all had Scots-Irish surnames and of the 
patrons named in John Dunlap’s account book for the 
period 1768 to 1789, 60 per cent had identiﬁably Scots-
Irish names (Zea and Dunlap 1994: 14). The name 
Dunlap itself emanates from County Tyrone in Ulster 
and is probably an alteration of Dunlop, the Ayrshire 
parish from where the ancestors of Archibald and John 
were most likely transplanted during the seventeenth 
century. 
Zea summarises the ethnic identity of Dunlap 
furniture in the following terms: ‘The Dunlaps began 
to make furniture in the 1760s when memories of the 
ﬁrst settlers were fading but before their ethnic pride 
surfaced in the 1820s. Rather than being ignorant 
of Anglo-Boston ways, some Scots-Irish preferred 
designs that reinforced the memory of their cultural 
past. The Dunlaps answered not with eccentricity 
but with continuity and a reactionary combination of 
features, reﬁned by repetition, that were selected from 
the ancient vocabulary of Scottish design’ (Zea and 
Dunlap 1994: 38). 
What were these features, and more signiﬁcantly, 
how ancient were they? Were they already in 
circulation in the Americas before the mid-eighteenth 
century? Zea relates certain carved details in the 
Dunlap corpus, speciﬁcally shells, rosette ﬁnials and 
basket-weave fretwork (illus 9.1), to a chair made in 
1695 by Robert Rhea of Freehold, New Jersey (illus 
9.2). Rhea, a joiner and persecuted Quaker, left 
Aberdeen in 1685 and his chair is now apparently one 
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of only two surviving caqueteuse chairs to have been 
made in America.1 The caqueteuse form enjoyed a 
distinctive popularity in eastern Scotland throughout 
the seventeenth century (illus 9.3) but died out around 
1700, just as artistic commerce between London and 
Scotland entered a new phase. The caqueteuse was 
not a common form in western Scotland or Ulster, 
although it is not the form of Rhea’s chair, which 
Zea compares with the work of John Dunlap, but 
rather the decorative devices. Could ideas common 
in seventeenth-century Scottish furniture have 
migrated in any way into the mid-eighteenth century? 
They did not do so in Scotland and, moreover, the 
motifs under discussion are not exclusively Scottish. 
The shell, or fan, although common in seventeenth-
century Scottish joinery, features also, as marquetry, in 
London cabinetwork of the 1730s, as well as in Dublin 
tables carved at a similar date. The rosette embellished 
scroll can be seen in London cabinetwork of the 1740s 
onwards, although it is also prevalent in Edinburgh 
between 1750 and 1780, as in the American South. 
The basket weave galleries reference nothing directly 
comparable in British furniture, unless perhaps mid-
eighteenth-century Irish carving. Moreover, both fans 
and rosettes have a place elsewhere in New England 
furniture. 
The Dunlaps were trained in American 
workshops, under masters of unknown ethnicity, and 
produced forms which are quintessentially American, 
such as the chest on chest. If Scottish features were 
present, perhaps it was the clients who requested 
them. And if this were so, to what degree were such 
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features considered to be Scottish and not simply 
normal or traditional? We can, of course, postulate a 
course of development in which Scots, or other ethnic 
groups, did consider certain decorative forms to be 
their own but only within the American context. 
This might reconcile any apparent disconnection 
between American and Scottish furniture with 
apparent similarities occurring in furniture made by 
men of Scottish origin in geographically separated 
parts of America. Zea does begin to suggest this 
when he asks whether certain anonymous pieces 
from parts of New Jersey and Tennessee populated 
by the Scots-Irish bear comparison with the supposed 
eccentricity of the Dunlaps (1994: 40). Zea rightly 
rescued the Dunlaps from being seen as a bizarre 
solecism. However, one does not need to connect to 
a past across the ocean in order to do this. Vernacular 
makers constructed their own artistic vocabularies in 
response to a varied range of inﬂuences and through 
sheer originality. Some clients may have sought to 
dictate forms and decoration but it was often artisans 
who introduced customers to a particular article or 
novel fashion. 
American furniture scholars fully realise that 
comparing sub-genteel American furniture with 
widely published high-style London pieces runs the 
risk of failing to encounter divergent or ‘non-standard’ 
regional forms. These forms, however, can be English 
as well as Scottish and there is variety within Scotland. 
British scholars are still mapping the divisions and 
connections at the local level. Identical chairs with 
hollow-seats (concave across the width) and button 
decoration (three small balls between stay rails) are 
found in East Anglia and Fife, two East coastal regions, 
one English, one Scottish (Cotton 1990: 220; Jones 
1992: 6) (illus 9.4). Items of Welsh and Cumbrian 
form crop up in Galloway. In most respects the work 
of the Dunlaps, looked at cold from North Britain, 
resembles what it is: New England furniture. Zea 
is able to demonstrate very accurately the degree to 
which the cabinet furniture of the Dunlaps conforms 
to, and departs from, the norms of New Hampshire 
and Massachusetts. The high chest format ﬂourished in 
Britain between 1710 and 1740, whereas it continued 
in demand in New England until the early nineteenth 
century. The form is not known to have been produced 
in Scotland at all. Does any part of the Dunlap oeuvre 
then reference Scottish or Ulster form and decoration? 
One formal and functional characteristic described 
by Zea as an ‘apparent Scots-Irish preference’ is the 
‘Scotch Chest’ upper drawer conﬁguration of paired 
small drawers to either side of a single square drawer 
(1994: 38) (illus 9.5). This pattern was ﬁrst described 
to the world of furniture scholarship by David Jones 
(1988). Zea cautiously noted that it is also found in 
the Connecticut River valley between Hartford, 
Connecticut, and Greenﬁeld, Massachusetts (1994: 
198, n 118). This observation was taken a step further 
when Mary Ann Apicella proposed that the Scotch 
Chest had been taken from Connecticut to Scotland 
(Apicella 2000). The Scotch Chest itself is not ﬁrmly 
documented on Scottish soil until 1825, the year in 
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which James Mein of Kelso made one for Mellerstain 
House in Berwickshire. Other examples may predate 
this but the pattern is not given in the Edinburgh 
price books and so the ‘reverse’ migration hypothesis 
is attractive. Early nineteenth-century New York 
examples exist but there is no question that the drawer 
arrangement ﬁrst appears on high chests in New 
England. The interesting question is how this tradition 
could have inﬂuenced Scottish cabinetmaking. One 
of the earliest examples uncovered by Apicella (its 
whereabouts currently unknown) bears an inscription 
‘Made by Joshua Read, Norwich [Connecticut] in 
the year 1752’ (Apicella 2000: 93). Most examples, 
however, date from the last two decades of the 
eighteenth century, by which time the high chest had 
become a chest on chest, and the ‘Scotch’ drawers had 
moved up river to southern New Hampshire. Parts 
of the Connecticut Valley had signiﬁcant Scots-Irish 
populations and there were Scottish merchants in the 
area by the late eighteenth century, some recorded 
as having taken furniture from New England to the 
Caribbean. Apicella is even open to the possibility 
that Loyalists, deported to Nova Scotia and New 
Brunswick, could have transferred the Scotch Chest 
form to Canada, from where it eventually took root 
in Scotland. 
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Other routes of transmission are also possible. 
Among the New England prototypes for the Scotch 
chest is a chest-on-frame at Historic Deerﬁeld dated to 
around 1769 and probably made by Benjamin Munn 
for a member of the Hoyt family (Lewis 1994: 14; 
Ward and Hosley 1985: 223). The square-faced central 
drawer is described by Michael Lewis as a ‘bonnet 
drawer’, the depth of the interior being ideal for hat 
storage. This same purpose gives rise to the later 
nineteenth- century Scottish term ‘lum chest’, the lum 
(chimney) referred to being a ‘stove pipe’ top hat of the 
1850s ( Jones 1998: 38). The Hoyt chest-on-frame is 
one of a number of examples cited by Lewis to provide 
evidence for the transmission of design characteristics 
from New England to the Carolinas in the decades 
immediately before the Revolution. Centres such as 
Newport exported large shipments of furniture to 
places like Charleston. Makers apprenticed along the 
North Carolina coast then took these inﬂuences with 
them when they moved to the backcountry to better 
themselves. One such journeyman, Jesse Needham, 
left a trail of furniture which documents this transfer 
of New England working including the absence of 
dustboards and the chest-on-frame form. Furniture 
preferences may even have migrated directly to the 
backcountry with New Light Baptists, of Scots-Irish 
descent, from the Connecticut River Valley. On the 
evidence of Lewis’s study of the Hoyt chest, the bonnet 
drawer might well have escaped the Americas from the 
south, either as a familiar idea in the mind of someone 
settling in Scotland, or as a clever novelty witnessed by 
a Scottish traveller. 
A ﬁnal twist can be added to this inconclusive 
narrative. A black walnut chest of drawers in the 
Colonial Williamsburg collection, dated to around 
1800 and made in either Mecklenburg County or 
Halifax County, Virginia, is described by Ronald 
Hurst and Jonathan Prown as ‘highly unusual by 
American standards’ (Hurst and Prown 1997: 356). 
It has a prospect door, concealing small drawers and 
pigeonholes, set between two deep drawers, the fronts 
of which are both moulded to appear as two graduated 
drawers. A dozen similar chests have been recorded in 
the Mecklenburg County area and the origin proposed 
for the form is East Anglian, on the evidence of a very 
similar chest of drawers in an English private collection 
(Hurst 1997: ﬁg 112.2, 356). Artisans from Norfolk 
and Suffolk are known to have emigrated to Virginia 
in the late eighteenth century, and unusual tripartite 
drawer arrangements are found in other types of 
furniture from Norfolk. Linen, or napkin, presses with 
square-fronted drawers ﬂanking two central drawers of 
equal width were made in Norwich, perhaps as early 
as 1730 (Stabler 2006: 56; Gilbert 1991: 55). Although 
these presses are an entirely different fuctional form, 
imitation of the drawer arrangement adds a further 
hypothetical design migration, from England to 
America and then onwards to Scotland. 
The reputation of John Shaw of Annapolis has been 
studied by furniture historians since the 1930s, largely 
because of a corpus of labelled, dated and initialled 
items, principally of the 1790s. Glasgow merchants 
controlled around one-third of Maryland’s tobacco 
trade by the 1770s and Shaw’s birth, in 1745, has been 
traced to Glasgow (Bartlett and Elder 1983: 13). He 
had arrived in America by the age of eighteen, so it is 
difﬁcult to assess the degree to which any training he 
received in Glasgow affected his design work. By 1772 
he had ceased to work as a journeyman and was in 
partnership with another Scot, Archibald Chisholm. 
This partnership did not last but subsequently both 
men were successful. In 1790 7.6 per cent of the 
population of Maryland were recorded as having been 
born in Scotland, while a further proportion would 
have been second-generation Scottish settlers (Brock 
1982: 13). However, other identiﬁed Annapolis 
cabinetmakers have remarkably English, or American 
English, names (Gilbert Middleton; Gamaliel Butler) 
and advertisements placed in the Annapolis Maryland 
Gazette point to London as the source not only of 
luxury goods but also of labour. Henry Crouch, 
carver, arrived ‘from London’ in 1760 and in 1774 the 
importation was announced ‘from London, . . . [of ] a 
parcel of healthy indented servants, among which are 
some valuable tradesmen, consisting of carpenters, 
cabinet makers . . . [etc]’ (Bartlett and Elder 1983: 38, 
42). 
Shaw’s work is somewhat plain, and relative 
simplicity is a singular characteristic of Scottish 
furniture. This characteristic does not by itself, 
however, signal Scottish identity and William 
Voss Elder conjectured that before the Revolution, 
Annapolitan taste was neat and utilitarian, with 
exuberance limited to the transatlantic purchases of 
the rich (Bartlett  and Elder 1983: 38–9). Shaw’s case 
furniture is not incompatible with Scottish taste but 
in appearance it could equally stand in for well-made, 
economical London furniture. His desk and bookcases, 
dating from the late 1790s, are not consistent in all 
their features although the pierced fretwork and 
scroll pediments with inlaid rosettes can be read as 
relating to recorded Edinburgh cabinetmaking. His 
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sideboards, however, exhibit no recognisable Scottish 
characteristics. 
It is those features of a design that were readily 
recognisable to the consumer, and conformed to an 
idea of what was acceptable, that may prove key in 
establishing Scottish traits in American furniture. The 
evidence of workshop practices in construction, which 
can so usefully relate together groups of items, is not 
so relevant to the question of identity. Clients were 
not aware of how a leg was fastened to a rail and did 
not care. Shaw’s cabinet wares are a good example 
of British-inﬂuenced construction. In common with 
the established practice in Charleston, Philadelphia 
and New York, he used three-quarter or full-depth 
dustboards (partitions), for example, in contrast to the 
nailed-on drawer runners of urban New England and 
parts of the rural South. Yet not only was this normal 
throughout Great Britain, Shaw could have learned 
it in Annapolis. Dustboards, or their absence, are a 
constructional feature that some consumers would 
have noticed but other similar features may simply be 
indicative of individual skill or the client’s budget, and 
not regionality. 
Elder and Bartlett wrote, in comparing desks 
with slant lids labelled by Joseph Middleton and 
John Shaw, that ‘the homogeneous aspect of regional 
cabinetmaking is underlined by the fact that while 
construction details differ on the two desks, this was 
not as important a feature of regional cabinetmaking 
as were stylistic similarities’ (1983: 74). 
There was far more in common than at variance 
between Middleton and Shaw. What evidence 
there is of difference suggests that Shaw’s shop 
produced slightly better goods. Elder and Bartlett 
continued: ‘The relative simplicity of the Annapolis 
interpretation of the desk with slant lid as compared 
with the execution of the form in England and other 
cabinetmaking centres in America is also an example 
of local taste.’
Such a localised taste might have antecedents but 
might also be subconscious and not necessarily part 
of an ethnic self-identity. In general, written sources 
reveal surprisingly little about how people in the 
eighteenth century responded to the styles of other 
nations and places, unless in terms of fashion, the cachet 
of exclusive novelty. 
One visible feature of Shaw’s chairs and tables is a 
form of tapering leg which, although found on English 
chairs, was particularly common in Scotland. This is 
fundamentally a rhomboid-sectioned leg tapering 
along the three inside edges (illus 9.6). The outer edge 
is plumb, with the innermost edge tapering to a greater 
degree than the two intermediate edges. In section, 
the external corner is slightly acute to conform to a 
trapezoidal seat plan. The fundamental reason for this 
design appears to be stability, and a range of minor 
variations are identiﬁable, although apparently not 
susceptible to analysis across time or space.2 This leg 
form is notably prevalent in chairs from the American 
South. One such example was purchased in 1775 at 
the sale of the effects of the last colonial governor at 
Williamsburg, Lord Dunmore. The authors of the 
Colonial Williamsburg Collection catalogue consider 
that the chair was probably shipped in from London 
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on the grounds that not only is it embellished with 
neoclassical decoration but also that constructional 
details, such as the size and placement of the corner 
braces, do not ﬁt Williamsburg practice for the early 
1770s (Hurst and Prown 1997: 119). The contents of 
Dunmore’s Palace did indeed include items brought 
from London in 1768 by the previous occupant, Lord 
Botetourt. However, Dunmore was a Scotsman and 
the Ambler family who bought this chair in 1775 also 
bought a Glasgow-made long-case clock on the same 
day (Hurst and Prown 1997: 541). Could this chair, 
with Scottish legs, not therefore be Scottish? 
There are many chairs of indisputably American 
origin with this form of leg. One difﬁculty with 
the Scottish leg hypothesis, however, is that other 
features of these chairs are dissimilar from each 
other. The introduction of the leg by Scottish-trained 
makers might therefore have been followed by a very 
general circulation of the idea across many colonies 
by men of different ethnicities, trained in America. A 
further difﬁculty is that the form is not Scottish in an 
identiﬁable way. In both America and Scotland it was 
favoured for its own qualities: presumably practical, 
perhaps also aesthetic. It could have been used more 
frequently in England but was not. Our sources, 
documents and artefacts, do not permit us to account 
for this apparently random distribution of adoption. 
In contrast to this, another feature of the Scottish 
cabinetmaking tradition does bear a direct relationship 
to Scottish modes of living and was very clearly 
imported to America. Many Charleston sideboards, 
from the late 1780s into the early 1800s, incorporate 
a demonstrably Scottish stage top (Rauschenberg and 
Bivins 2003: 619). This feature, designed for storage as 
well as for the display of plate on special occasions, was 
uniquely Scottish and would have been recognised as 
such by an attentive late eighteenth-century observer. 
The Scots were notably conservative in their dining 
habits, resisting, for example, the incremental advance 
through the eighteenth century of the hour at which 
the principal meal was taken (Gow 1996: 143). It 
seems logical that Scottish clients in South Carolina 
would go to a Scottish cabinetmaker for a Scottish 
sideboard. For while there existed a near universal 
aspiration to live fashionably, where Scottish manners 
differed from the English such differences would be 
jealously maintained. 
Charleston’s post-Revolutionary fondness for 
British fashion is often noted. In 1802 the Governor 
of South Carolina, John Drayton, observed that 
‘Charlestonians sought in every possible way to 
emulate the life of London society. They were too 
much enamoured of British customs, manners and 
education to imagine that elsewhere anything of 
advantage could be obtained’ (Fleming 1997: 343). 
Elizabeth Fleming’s in-depth analysis of the account 
book of the London merchant James Douglas illustrates 
this behaviour in action. During the 1780s and into 
the 1790s Douglas assembled speculative shipments of 
household articles including ﬂoor coverings, ceramics 
and metalwares. Between 1784 and 1786 he bought 
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furniture from eight London cabinetmakers to sell on 
to two Charleston-based mercantile ﬁrms, Cochran 
& William McClure and James Gregorie. What is so 
interesting about this trade is that all four names on 
both sides of the ocean are Scottish, but that the trade 
is out of London. This might suggest that ‘London-
made’ was not just a guarantee of fashionability for the 
purchaser but that Scottish merchants could make more 
proﬁt by establishing themselves in London. Many of 
the articles that Douglas exported were of middling 
value, emanating from the wholesale warehouses and 
second-hand dealers of Broker’s Row in Moorﬁelds. 
An exception was William Fleming of Chandos Street 
who, interestingly, is the only maker in this group 
with any known link to Scotland, bearing as he does 
a Scottish name and having fulﬁlled a small order for 
the Marquess of Lothian at Hopetoun House in 1775 
(Beard and Gilbert 1986: 304). 
If buying from London was a guarantee of fashion, 
what properties could Scottish products have held? 
David Dobson, studying direct Scottish trade with 
Charleston, found regular small-scale shipments of 
furniture from east and west coast ports but nothing 
on the scale of London imports during the same 
period (Dobson 2009: 39). It is possible that such 
consignments had nothing to do with mercantile trade 
and represent the carriage of either existing possessions 
or bespoke commissions. In general, few goods have 
such a strong identiﬁable quality that substitutes 
made elsewhere are not acceptable. Tartan cloth, for 
example, the recognised product and emblem of a 
particular place and people, was exported from Leith 
to Charleston, although not in such quantity as to 
rival linen (Dobson 2009: 27). Some goods of Scottish 
origin may have had a comforting and familiar quality 
that was just as desirable, in a different way, to the 
fashionable gewgaws of London. And yet, further 
research is required. Although tartan, to continue 
with that example, was already highly emblematic by 
1750, the tartan cloth exported to North America was 
fundamentally a colourful low-grade woollen used for 
blanketing and even more useful to clothe slaves or to 
trade with Native Americans. 
Well-to-do Scottish customers for ﬁne furniture 
did exist in the Carolinas. Alongside the poor farmers 
from Ulster and the numerous tradesmen were the 
merchants, clergy, doctors and a small number of 
planters (Dobson 1994: 160). Moreover, it may be 
that Scottish-born furniture makers were able to sell 
‘Scottish’ furniture to colonists of English extraction. 
In addition to the stage-top sideboard, the uniquely 
Scottish form of the lady’s closet is thought to have 
inspired a singular cabinet on chest made in Charleston 
in the early 1750s (illus 9.7, 9.8). The architectonic 
carving is attributed to Henry Burnett, who advertised 
his arrival from London in the South Carolina Gazette 
180
M A KING FOR A M ERICA
	

2		;

)	%: !*#
$.,		&
'
in April 1750 (Rauschenberg and Bivins 2003: 199, n 
31). Burnett is a Scottish name (suggesting origins in 
Kincardineshire or Lanarkshire) and Robert Leath has 
drawn attention to Burnett’s association with Robert 
Deans, who similarly advertised himself in January 
1750 as a ‘ joiner from Scotland’ (Rauschenberg 
and Bivins 2003: 963; Leath 2007: 155). 
Deans is recorded making furniture for 
Lord Milton in Edinburgh in 1749 (Pryke 
1995: 290) and travelled to England in 
1764, never to return (Rauschenberg  and 
Bivins 2003: 963; Dobson 1994: 41). The 
pineapple-topped cabinet was apparently 
made for a member of the English 
Smith family. Rather than responding to 
instructions from his client, therefore, did 
Robert Deans provide something which 
he felt would answer his or her needs, 
possibly even unaware that the single 
mirrored door was something peculiar to 
Edinburgh? 
John Shearer, who inscribed the fact 
of his departure from Edinburgh in 1775 
on several pieces of work, used to be 
viewed as anywhere between eccentric 
and mad. Elizabeth Davison’s recent study 
of his oeuvre, comprising over thirty items, 
successfully contextualises his loyalist 
patriotism and the vernacular character 
of his cabinetwork. Shearer was a typical 
rural joiner, in possession of wide-ranging, 
although ultimately limited skills, making 
do with the materials and tools available, 
and working to a budget for clients with a 
variety of expectations. In 1997 Hurst and 
Prown challenged previous assumptions 
of aberration with reference to ‘Shearer’s 
ethnic origins’. The backcountry, they 
wrote, was a ‘culturally vibrant area’ where 
Scottish, Irish, Welsh, German and Swiss 
settlers all arrived with their own ‘ethnic 
craft conventions’.
‘When considered in a more balanced 
cultural context, Shearer’s wares emerge 
as the logical expressions of a Scottish-
born furniture maker initially working in 
the ethnically diverse Shenandoah valley, 
and . . . they inform modern observers . . . 
about the needs and desires of patrons in 
the backcountry’ (Hurst and Prown 1997: 
443). 
The primary difﬁculty with analysis of Shearer’s 
work is that too much Scottishness is anticipated. 
Just as his British loyalism was a product of the 
backcountry, so in truth was the blending of ‘ethnic’ 
features in his furniture. Shearer’s furniture does not 
look like Scottish furniture any more than it resembles 
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work from Philadelphia, the Rhineland, Newport or 
London. 
Moving forward in time, and northwards once 
again, to Federal New York, the New York Revised Book 
of Prices for 1810 invites comparison with Edinburgh’s 
price books of 1805 and 1811. In his introductory 
essay to the reprinting of the Edinburgh price books, 
David Jones discerns only broad similarities between 
the Edinburgh and New York speciﬁcations ( Jones 
2000: 35). Mary Ann Apicella, by contrast, regards the 
books’ small number of identical, non-London details 
as critically signiﬁcant (Apicella 2007). For example, 
while New York had no speciﬁc stage-top sideboard, 
its ‘French’ sideboard had a loose framed plinth along 
somewhat similar lines. Jones, however, makes the point 
that not all New York work conformed absolutely to 
the price books, Duncan Phyfe’s Edinburgh-manner, 
truss-legged lobby tables being one example. 
Apicella’s fundamental methodology is to compare 
features of proven or presumed Scottish work with 
pieces found in New York, and sometimes elsewhere 
in America. It is challenging material to control, 
however, and conclusions are elusive. She connects 
John Shaw’s small inlaid ovals, framed within hollow-
cornered rectangular mouldings, to the same pattern 
in work from New Jersey. It is difﬁcult, however, 
to relate the pattern either directly or exclusively 
to Scotland, where large ovals are just as prevalent. 
Nor is it easy to eliminate London as a design source, 
for differentiating between London and provincial 
British centres for this period is often a close call. 
Design historians know that the contents of Sheraton’s 
Drawing Book, or of Ince and Mayhew’s Universal 
System, do not equate with what actually came out 
of cabinet shops, and caution must also be employed 
in regard to price books. Although, in contrast to 
engraved designs, price book entries originated in the 
market, some speciﬁcations, and particularly certain 
decorative details, were simply not commonly called 
for. Apicella notes that out of forty-eight glazing 
patterns drawn in the London price books, six offered 
lancet patterns compared with Edinburgh’s ratio of 
four out of twelve. And yet not only are many of these 
designs never encountered, the lancet is arguably not 
as prevalent in Edinburgh practice as Apicella believes 
(ibid, 76). 
Apicella’s argument is overstated and a far wider 
sampling is required before concluding the validity 
of her general hypothesis for individual features. A 
press with pierced and scrolled pediment (illus 9.9), 
traditionally associated with Jean Carfrae of the 
Canongate, Edinburgh, and attributed to either Francis 
or William Brodie, is certainly important not only in 
relation to New York but also to the work of Deans 
and Burnett in Charleston, to Shaw in Annapolis, and 
to Shearer in the Shenandoah Valley. Apicella notes 
that the rule joint used on the doors of this press crops 
up in Petersburg, Virginia (ibid, 74; Prown 1992: 33). 
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However, it can also be found on work by Gillow’s of 
Lancaster (Stuart 2008: 48). 
David Jones ﬁrst drew attention to strikingly 
similar block-and-hollow pediments on secretaires of 
around 1805 by John Biggar of Edinburgh and S James 
Nesbit of New York ( Jones 2000: 38). The overall 
broad massing of these pieces (illus 9.10, 9.11) contrasts 
with London work of the same period, while the Biggar 
secretaire employs a glazing pattern that is found in 
price books for Edinburgh and New York but not in 
the London book. The language of the price books in 
relation to this form of pediment is similar and clearly 
describes something alike. Edinburgh’s book of 1805 
lists ‘a small pedestal at each corner, and a square tablet 
in centre . . . with hollows between’ while New York 
for 1810 has ‘two eliptic hollows . . . tablet on the front’ 
(Apicella 2007: 106). A further feature connecting 
Nesbit and Biggar, which Apicella considers to be 
widely shared between Scotland and New York in the 
period, is the large oval set into cross-grained veneers, 
mitred in the corners. She also suggests that another 
shared preference is for eight drawers over eight 
pigeonholes, as found in the work of both John Biggar 
and Richard Allison of New York. These insights are 
important although further research is necessary. 
Although the presence in New York of many 
Scottish-born cabinetmakers may have had a subtle 
impact on the details of late neoclassical design in 
that city, the signiﬁcance of that impact is open to 
question. If a characteristic exists, what does it tell 
us? Is lancet glazing really ‘evidence of a choice 
rooted in a Scottish sensibility’ (ibid, 77)? Consumers 
in early nineteenth-century New York could draw 
upon an unprecedented range of cultural options, 
and speciﬁc decorative details were likely to become 
rapidly less identiﬁable in such a melting pot. Apicella’s 
attempts to ﬁnd sporrans in the reeded forms of 
Connecticut chests, or echoes of annular brooches on 
Brodie’s Carfrae press, are too far-fetched (ibid, 82–3). 
From what we know of the adoption and retention 
of regional characteristics in furniture within Britain 
during this period, it is legitimate to conjecture that 
while immigrant groups to America at times exercised 
preferences, perhaps even expressing identity through 
those choices, over time exchange and amalgam were 
inevitable. The relationship between tradition and 
fashion was always complex, and ethnicity was one of 
many component inﬂuences on taste and behaviour. 
One conclusion can be reached, however: that Scottish 
cabinetmakers formed a vital part of the eighteenth-
century artisanal labour force in America and prospered 
from their endeavours. 
Notes
 1 Chinnery 1979, 249, ﬁg 3:41. This chair, of maple and 
oak, is now at the American Museum, Bath, England. I am 
grateful to Lee Ellen Grifﬁth, Executive Director of the 
Monmouth County Historical Association, for discussion 
about the Rhea chair. 
 2 Joiner-made chairs of the nineteenth century tend to 
exaggerate the feature, at times thrusting the leading edge 
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outwards so that the leg bears its load diagonally. The 
earliest documented example of this leg form known to the 
author, by Gillows of Lancaster, England, dates from 1787. 
The earliest documented example from Scotland, made in 
1789, is by George Sandeman of Perth. The form appears 
to have found favour in the north of England as well as 
in Scotland and is associated at the end of the eighteenth 
century with the brander back. 
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